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“ ‘Keep a Little Soul’ could be a subtitle for this beautiful book, The 12 Rules of Attention, by Joseph Cardillo, PhD. The myriad of ways to successfully develop attention and focus are artfully and skillfully advanced in a stepwise approach. Join in the good humor and fun to develop your better brain while you keep a little soul.”
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INTRODUCTION


For more than a decade, businesses have zeroed in on the stunting effect of today’s focus-starved brains. How could they not? The statistics are staggering. A recent PayScale survey, for example, based on responses from 63,924 managers, reported that 56 percent of college grads do not pay attention to detail at work.1 Add to that the cost of error. Companies in the United States pay a whopping $650 billion per year for errors attributed to employee distraction.2 That doesn’t even cover the full extent of the inattention problem to organizations. As far as organizations are concerned, employees with high-quality attention skills have become a commodity. The 12 Rules of Attention is prescriptive and written specifically for entry-level to mid-management businesspeople. To this end, this book will help you train your attention to sharp, accurate, and high definition and keep it there. But I promise you, this attention story doesn’t stop with just avoiding workplace flub-ups.


The other side of the attention picture is you—do you feel like you’re crushing it? How productive, happy, and fulfilled do you feel each day at the workplace? You might ask what attention has to do with it. This is a legitimate question. The answer may help clear up and fix a wide range of ongoing personal workplace concerns—including and well beyond work error. Simply put, attention is connected to every single thing you think, feel, and do at work and elsewhere. It’s almost impossible to imagine, but by the end of this book I hope that you not only understand how this is so but also are enjoying getting into your mind’s attentional machine and regulating it to your highest advantage. Consider this fact: you are either regulating this mental faculty yourself or it is regulating you.


Perhaps at this point you are wondering, “Then why isn’t everyone out learning all they can about training their attention?” Here’s the thing: whether you walk around work all day feeling like a zombie or like you have the energy of a nuclear reactor, whether you glide through your day or have a day that feels straight out of Dante’s Inferno, most of what goes on in your brain as you attend to things is happening under your radar—subconsciously. This is the dark, cavernous place where your brain’s attentional network lives and sparks. When our workday is going great, most of us, no matter how smart we are, ignore all this incredible activity going on in our skull. IQ doesn’t have much to do with it either. Furthermore, we seldom ask, “What could I have done to make things turn out better?” It’s not until endeavors start really messing up that an alarm goes off in our head and we start wondering, “What’s going on?” and “What was I thinking?” and “What can I do to get back on track?”




TRY THIS!


Take a moment and have some fun with this little activity. For each question below, rapidly say aloud the first thing that comes to mind. Keep going—rapidly—until you finish.




What color is a cotton ball?


What color is a piece of typing paper?


What color are marshmallows?


What color is a wedding dress?


What color is snow?


What do cows drink for breakfast?3








Eight out of 10 people answer milk to the last question and find themselves chuckling at their answer as soon as they say it. There are quite a few different versions of this game. The point, however, is the same: the riddle is designed to help you literally feel how your mind decides things when you are not attending to them. In the world of work, another example is when you say yes too soon to a coworker when you already know you are taking on too much work or when you suddenly divulge more information than you should. The fact is, such decisions are made for you without your input all day long. Most people aren’t aware of just how much is determined this way. For example, your brain’s attentional system can determine whether you feel depressed or spirited; how you experience others (and how they experience you); the depth, frequency, and accuracy of your insights (or whether you have any insights at all); as well as your frequency of workplace error, successes, and development. Cumulatively these determine your workplace happiness and ability to grow professionally. The question is, “Are you controlling them, or are they controlling you?” If I have learned anything in the last two decades of attention research, it’s that we can at least gain control of important moments in living. Learning this skill and putting it into practice will make a big difference in your daily successes.


Evolution has gifted every healthy brain (which most of us enjoy) with the capacity to control what we pay attention to and the quality of our focus. This capacity is driven by our executive attention—the ability to select one detail over another even if we have to override the temptation of stronger urges. Think of it as your focus’s CEO. This mechanism gives you a lot to say about the quality of your focus and how your workday goes.


Consider this: Gallup’s recent annual report shows 55 percent of workers in the United States report feeling stressed on their job.4 More than half of US workers are dissatisfied with their jobs.5 Astonishingly 82 percent of us feel our strongest talents go wasted at the workplace—all attention-related problems.6


These issues often snowball into further problems, including these:




•Worker absenteeism, tardiness, and burnout


•Decreased productivity


•Workers’ compensation claims


•Increased employment turnover


•Medical insurance costs from work-related stress





It’s all related. When you experience your work as unhappy and stressful, it’s hard to pay good attention to the tasks at hand. When you’re not paying quality attention, it’s easy to experience more displeasure and slip into a downward cycle. However, a little knowledge about how your attentional machinery works and how you can manage it will go a long way. The 12 Rules of Attention will show you both.


YOU DON’T HAVE TO THROW
OUT YOUR DEVICES


The contemporary wail for more than a decade has been that workplace distractions and errors are largely technology’s fault. But there is certainly more to the story. The challenge today is that all along the work chain, individuals are fading out mentally and emotionally. We’ve been giving the full weight of the blame for our distraction to technology far too long now. I prefer more of a reductionist approach for getting to the bottom of today’s low-attentional wattage. From this perspective, I am cautious about stopping with technology as the sole culprit. I don’t think we are going to change much if we do. Remember, it was just a generation ago that cable television programming suffered the same rap. Before that it was general television, radio, and telephones. In fact, every generation since Sophocles could make similar arguments about the attention-stealing aspects brought on by progress.


Just for fun, imagine back, through an evolutionary lens, an early human whose brain had about the same cognitive horsepower as ours. Picture that person trying to stay focused while, say, hunting a deer. Imagine the disrupting impact of just a few environmental obstacles, such as heat, cold, rain, insects, and other creatures sharing the environment. All of these elements would be capable of throwing emotional and cognitive interruption (and rumination) into attempted daily goals. There has always been an overload of detail. There has always been distraction. There has always been a need for selecting where we need to aim our attention.


Some scientists believe that our attentional decline is the result of idiocracy—actions that come from someone else’s (or some previous generation’s) ideas that were problematic to begin with. We all have some of these floating around in our head. One of the most common, for example, is the mantra “No pain, no gain.” We use this everywhere, from business to athletics to education. Physiologically speaking (as well as athletically) this couldn’t be further from the truth. In fact, if you work out and feel pain and just keep on rockin’ anyway, then you are running the risk of traumatizing muscles and joints as well as causing greater injury. The list of idiocracies, of course, goes on. Problem is, they can keep you spinning your wheels in yesterday’s dysfunctional thinking when you are trying to get ahead.


I don’t have a beef with claims that technical devices have added to contemporary distraction. But they are far from the totality of the problem. I completely support, with fellow parents, the careful monitoring and restricted use of such devices in the hands of children, and I share in the full range of psycho-physical developmental concerns with regard to their use. Further, The 12 Rules of Attention does not argue with the disruptive capability of devices sounding off or flashing as we are busy with daily tasks or with the personal and institutional consequences of individuals who are preoccupied with checking out unnecessary email or making needless calls during the workday. However, these activities are symptomatic and not root causes. We won’t neglect them, but I’m after bigger fish.


On the other hand, there is a surplus of research supporting that new advances in technology offer potential for even faster, more precise focus and learning skills. This upshot is equally very likely to be less talked about or explored. As with so many of life’s tools, it’s not the technology that’s eating up brain power—it’s how you use it.


In the coming chapters, you will look at a range of basic (more organic) causes for inattention. The book’s 12-rule format shows you how to achieve and maintain sharp, crisp, and accurate attention, especially for important moments in your workday.


You will learn




•How to use your entire attentional system, beyond just focus (which is only one part)


•How to avoid fading out


•How and when to employ awareness, mindfulness, and attention, which are three separate things


•A process to relieve data overflow, internal distraction, and external distraction


•How to use your in-a-glance mental capacity to catch more desired detail


•How to regulate your brain’s automatic, high-speed attention triggers and use them to your advantage


•And more …





Yes, I will mention how technology can consume workplace focus and what you can do to make yourself less vulnerable. But I promise you that the spotlight on sharpening your attention won’t stop there. We will drill down toward identifying this phenomenon’s more hidden, elemental causes. At some points in this journey, you will feel like you are shining a light onto the dark side of the moon as you begin to see into the core of inattention’s more hidden, elemental—internal—causes.


Building on that, I will help you find ways to clear these and a plethora of other attention killers—internal and external. You will simultaneously install positive attention-building patterns into your daily routines. In short, you will rebuild your brain with whole new, high-speed, accurate attentional circuits, customized to meet your personal daily and long-range specs. The best news is that there is no ceiling to how sharp you can train your attention. I promise you a whole new and richer workplace experience for yourself, beginning today.


THE INTENTION OF THIS BOOK


The 12 Rules of Attention is intended to show you one thing: how to self-regulate and train your brain’s attentional mechanism for faster and more accurate, high-quality performance at the workplace. You will learn what good attention is, what messes it up, and how to strengthen it to avoid screwups at work and guide you toward greater excellence and happiness in your professional and personal life. The good news is that you don’t have to have a PhD or an MD to begin your training program. Just knowing the basics will make a big difference. Remember, there is no ceiling to how sharp and fast you can train your power of attention to be.









1


Do You Speak My Language?




Rule #1


Talk to your brain. Tell it you want it to pay
attention to how you are paying attention.





Let’s start with two common workplace examples. An everyday experience caused Jack, a data collection specialist, to wonder about how he is actually paying attention to the information he receives. His job requires him to attend a departmental meeting every Monday at 3:00 p.m. in a room that’s located in a distant corner of the bottom floor of his building, about as far from his fifth-floor office as it gets. A routine email reminder goes out first thing each week to all department members. One Monday, Jack noticed that his meeting had been moved to a different location. As 3:00 p.m. approached, he was reviewing a PDF that he needed to send out by the day’s end. With 15 minutes to go, he quit the PDF to ensure he’d have plenty of time to get to his meeting. He slung his computer bag over his shoulder, picked up an armful of paperwork with one hand, and grabbed his coffee with the other. Halfway to the meeting room, he wished he’d left the coffee behind; it was all getting to be too much to juggle. When he arrived, he found the door locked. It took a moment to register. He put things down and reread the morning’s department email. “Of course,” he now recalled, “The meeting room has been changed.” In fact, the meeting had been relocated to a room just seconds down the hall from his own office. Alone in the hallway, Jack let slip a mouthful of curses. He regrouped and stressed his way back to where he had started, thinking, “What on earth is going on in my head?”


On the other side of town, Susan, a real estate broker, was driving across town to meet potential clients at an open house. She stopped at a red light with her foot on the brake, feeling pleasantly relaxed—for once. Suddenly, cars on the other side of the traffic light began to drive forward, so she slowly accelerated as well. Almost immediately, the oncoming drivers blasted their horns. Like Jack, it took her a moment to realize what was happening. Checking her rearview mirror, she saw that all the other cars that had been idling behind hers were still stopped for the light on their side of the traffic signal, which was still red. A little voice in her head exclaimed, “Wow, you better get with it, girlfriend!” “So much for my relaxing day,” she thought.


Technically speaking, neither of these incidents was necessarily the result of inattention or distraction. They are more about how each individual was paying attention. If you are human, these types of screwups happen. It’s not just a human thing either. They happen to small and large animals and even to devices like smoke detectors that trigger false alarms, cell phones that suddenly send messages to who knows who (mine once called 911 and landed two state police cars in my driveway), and an array of other devices engineered with AI (artificial intelligence). Who hasn’t had Siri, Alexa, or Cortana, awesome as they are, pull up a truly bizarre hunk of information based on how they inputted your request? Sometimes it’s downright comical. The difference is that they don’t ruminate about it as we do. But still.


In the cases of Jack and Susan, their attentional machinery experienced a little blip. The systems were on per se. But they were not strategically on—that is, the spotlight of their attention wasn’t zeroing in on the right thing. To do that, more thoughtful selectivity of detail is required. This is referred to as selective attention—intentionally selecting the target of your attention. (As an example, pick any word in this paragraph and intentionally zero in on it. It’s like that.) Instead, both Jack and Susan were operating on automatic pilot. When this happens, all settings, input, and responses are being made and directed for you rather than by you. What’s more, all three are automatic and fast—they trigger in milliseconds—and they remain unconscious to you as they “do their thing.” Our practice of Rule # 1 (talk to your brain; tell it you want it to pay attention to how you are paying attention) alerts you that your attention is in automatic mode.


In psychology, automatic circuits are called automatizations. In fact, most of your daily behaviors are triggered automatically. The brain, in these cases, is doing what brains do. It’s just being a brain. However, like friends who are trying to do what they think is best for you, this doesn’t always work out in your best interests. The result is that, no matter how intelligent you are, you experience mind tricks of one sort or another. You think, “Got to get to Monday’s meeting” (or your own version of that scenario in your workday), and your brain typically sets its “GPS” unconsciously and at lightning speed to accommodate, choosing your most habitual route for getting there. These are conditioned and automatized responses communicated from one neuron to another, embedded, saved, and ready to fire every time your brain thinks you need them. When they start sparking away, you virtually act, think, and feel—automatically. If you’re thinking that sounds rather robotic, it is. For better or worse, it’s the way we are made, and most of the decisions we make all day long come about this way. There is no reason to demonize these lightning-fast, robot-like responses. It’s just the way we’re built. In coming chapters I will expand on some essential and creative uses, as well as the virtues and vices of these remarkable, automatized, high-speed circuits. The more you learn to regulate them, the more you will rely on and enjoy them.


So again, when things are going okay for us, we don’t give our attention machinery much thought. We are wired to feel in control. Like Jack and Susan, we begin to wonder what’s up only when things go south. So although there are a myriad of reasons not to wait for a flub-up, including interest in peaking our game, we usually do wait. At that point, our motivation is often to avoid future trouble. The real problem is that we can tell ourselves a gazillion times to pay more attention, but the same hassles will just keep happening. This is because until we send our brain the message that we are taking over as its chief officer and are going to monitor as well as regulate it, it will push all the buttons for us automatically—just not always the right or best ones. When we tell our brain we want it to pay attention to how we are paying attention, we indicate that we intend to get involved in its decisions. This means we’ll be monitoring when, where, how, and to what intensity our attentional beam is firing.


You may be surprised to discover that talking to your brain is easy. It’s a good listener. However, it will erase what you say pretty quickly to (1) protect you from information overload, which it’s supposed to do; and (2) get rid of what it thinks is unimportant information so it can conserve energy and put that energy to use where you most need it. This is not a big deal, though, as you can simply intercede by sending it an alternate message by using one of its favorite forms of messaging: repetition. Your brain loves repetition and is built to pay attention to it.


In fact, you can use repetition to cue your brain on information that you think is important and don’t want erased, including details you want it to retain longer and more deeply. And it will facilitate pretty cooperatively. You want your brain to put its attention on what color the traffic light is instead of some other, more extraneous, detail; you can train this response until color becomes its default focus. It’s not that difficult.




TRY THIS!


I recommend using this little brain-talk activity right before significant elements in your workday. I call it the self-scan. The self-scan identifies details that should be within your attentional spotlight, keeps you from being overwhelmed by unnecessary information, and prevents vital attentional circuits from shutting down and dulling your attentional lamp. It helps you inventory what’s happening in your head when you are paying attention and what’s not.


Start by taking a nice slow breath and relaxing. Think of your attention as a spotlight. Select where you will aim it. Next, ask yourself these questions.




•Where am I at this moment?


•What am I trying to do?


•What should I be trying to do in this situation?


•What do others think I should be doing in this situation?


•What are the demands of my environment (e.g., distracters that need to be avoided, a large room that requires the need to listen more closely to hear, etc.)?


•What have I done in similar situations in the past?


•Do I want to do anything differently?


•If so, how?





Finally, proceed.





Take your time with this exercise; don’t worry about speed. It will come. The more you practice, the quicker it will go. Athletes, first responders, and military personnel use similar models to get their head in the right place almost instantaneously as well as to learn very complicated movements and techniques until they start kicking in at very high speed without having to think about it. By the end of this book, you’ll be able to do this too. Here’s a hint: you just need a bit more information on automatizations and their potential. This aspect of attention training is so important, we’ll discuss these capabilities further in upcoming chapters.


I suggest doubling down with repetition. This will help embed the scan in your mind and make it automatic. It will also transfer the scanning process to other workday activities, helping you better spotlight them in the same way. To achieve this, I recommend putting your cell phone to work and taking a picture of these questions. Placing them on your cell phone or notepad will allow you to review them as you need until the procedure becomes ingrained in your head.


REFLECTION


Reflection, which refers to visualizing or thinking over specifics of a scenario after the fact, is yet another language that brains love and respond to favorably. I highly recommend using reflection in combination with a self-scan. This approach works best immediately after a targeted work situation and again later to help you review selective parts of your workday. Doubling up gives you more control and a brighter spotlight. Reflection allows you to tweak or delete existing behavioral responses as well as develop completely new ones. Both Jack and Susan from our previous examples would benefit from this activity.


Reflection can also expose automatizations that are responsible for your behaviors. When you view your actions in retrospect, you can more easily see if they were triggered automatically or if you consciously selected them. You can also envision the way you want things to go the next time such an event presents itself. By repeating the scenario with the new (preferred) behavior a few times in your mind, you will begin the job of ingraining the situation and behavior into your long-term memory. As you reflect, you can add anything you’d do differently next time. As far as your brain is concerned, it doesn’t matter if you practice your selected behavioral response in your mind or in an actual daily event. It will listen and start following your changes. You just need to talk to it, and you can make it happen. Reflection helps you get good and be good fast.


Use this technique often. Remember, repetition is one of your brain’s favorite languages. Talk to your brain. It will process and store selected edited behaviors for future use. Then, when the next opportunity presents itself in real time, your brain will deliver.


PEEKING AT YOUR ATTENTION CIRCUITS


A little understanding of what goes on upstairs when your attention circuits are firing goes a long way in being able to talk to your brain. Let’s take a peek.


Psychologists define attention as what (data) you are putting in your working memory (fast, short-term memory bank) to activate procedures to achieve imminent goals. Although there are several different elements in our attention’s chain of command, here we are referring primarily to selective attention.


Your brain’s attentional system is an electrochemical mechanism. It operates like an ultrasophisticated fetching system, targeting a piece of information, bringing it into your working memory, and connecting it to other information you have stored there to create processes to accomplish tasks. Your mechanism for selective attention gives you say in which details to regard and which to ignore. All of this activity takes place in the soft, grayish tissues of your brain. There are no actual pictures or maps or numbers inside there, only the crackling trrtt-trrrttt-tttt sounds of electrical impulses that are the voices of your neurons (brain cells) talking to each other (in sounds like fast sizzle snaps) awash in a cascade of neurochemicals, which among other things are making you feel a certain way from moment to moment—for instance, content, excited, anxious, calm. The feelings may express themselves in your mind as “This responsibility is a nuisance,” “This duty is exactly what I’ve been waiting for,” and so forth. These sparks and chemicals make up how your workday is experienced, conducted, felt, recorded, and remembered. For example, let’s say a colleague pops into your office when you are smack in the middle of a phone call. How you react (to both parties) will be determined either by your automatic or by your regulated attentional functions. It’s easy for your tone in such a situation to automatically get edgy. But you can, as the result of learning from past situations, catch yourself and engender softer tones instead.


Ultimately, your brain is trying to help you with tasks it thinks you want to accomplish. In Jack’s example, he wanted to get to his weekly department meeting. Based on long-standing patterns, his brain quickly fetched out the details and set him on his habitual path. However, although he had received notification that the location was different, his brain hadn’t registered the information well enough to retain it. As indicated, a self-scan by Jack upon receipt of the information and before the action would likely have made the difference. In Susan’s example, later reflecting on the action with edits and repetition would help identify and weaken the dysfunctional automatized circuits and eventually replace them.


Take a moment now to consider a few similar examples from your own workday experiences. See if you can discover what triggered the incorrect action and consider how you could do things differently next time around.


YOUR MIND’S BEST TRICK


As we’ve discussed, your behaviors, daily decisions, feelings, and a bundle of personal and professional errors are significantly shaped by unconscious processes. This makes your job of paying attention to how you are paying attention interesting and sometimes tricky, because your mind wants you to think you’re in full control so it can secretly remain behind the wheel. As we noted, your brain wants to discard what it considers unimportant so it can alert you to potential dangers and conserve its energy to protect you from potential harm. Basically, it wants to channel its energy for decisions about fight or flight and imminent tasks.


Part of talking to your brain will include identifying the unconscious triggers that will actually drive your behavior unless you become aware of them and change them. Benjamin Libet, who worked as a neuropsychologist at the University of California SF, conducted some compelling tests in the 1980s that consistently proved the power of these triggers. Libet showed time and time again how the brain uses unconscious triggers to make your decisions before you actually consciously decide on them yourself.


To prove his point, Libet’s experiments engaged volunteers to perform a simple task like pressing a button or flexing their wrist. He asked the volunteers to use a timer to note the moment they were consciously aware of their decision to perform the movement. EEG sensors attached to their head monitored their brain activity. Tests showed there was unconscious brain activity initiating the action an average of half a second (and often-times more) before the participants decided for themselves. This may not sound like a lot, but the point is made. Libet’s experiment reversed a long-held idea on mental causation: the brain and body act only after the mind decides.1


Consider this example. You call a client about a sensitive matter but she is not there, so, trying to take control of the situation, you are quick to leave a voicemail message—as if it were your original decision to call her up and do just that. What Libet revealed is that it is really the brain calling these shots and then we actually think about it around half a second or so later. Ever feel that a required work-training activity was a total waste of time? Can these feelings also be the result of conclusions being decided for you rather than by you? The answer is yes. All of the time? No, not always, but more times than most people think.


David Wegner, a social psychologist known for his contributions to topics of conscious will, insisted that such illusions of control are the mind’s best trick.2 We “think” we willed an action, but no. As Libet proved, far more often than we realize, we react like Siri, following a command (in this case, from our brain). Going back to the voicemail example, without regulation, it is more likely that an electrochemical reaction in your skull (unconscious to you) determined that you leave the client a voicemail message, not your conscious self. Who hasn’t left a quick voice message or been sharp with a customer, client, superior, or subordinate and regretted that behavior within moments? Who hasn’t thought, with regret, “Why oh why did I just do that?”


Consider how many work decisions you make this way daily—thoughtless, unmonitored acts that determine important daily results and ignite your feelings. If your mind is already made for you when you flex your wrist, as Libet demonstrated, what about other, more significant behaviors? For example, were you and your life partner first attracted to each other this way? What about your decision to pursue one career over another, one employer over another? What about individuals you have hired or fired, the part of the country where you chose to live, decisions about if you should marry, and so on? What can be done (if anything) to gain real control? Is real control even possible? These questions are psychologically legit.


At the core, such attentional failures are not the result of cell phones, computer games, or stock market apps making us err. I’m sorry, but the blame cannot be sourced out—not for me, you, or anyone else. Such attentional blips are not the fault of technology. The core cause goes much deeper, and it is organic. Like it or not, it’s us.


The good news? This can all start to change as soon as you begin asking your brain to pay attention to how it is paying attention.


SIRI, ALEXA, CORTANA, AND YOU


Okay, so we all have the capacity to act like robots. But again, remember that there are some good aspects to this. So before we get to a few additional exercises that will help provide some immediate relief and regulation, let me indulge you with this lighthearted story of an attentional bug that could happen to any of us.


One evening, an acquaintance of mine shopped for some groceries. After he checked out he saw a friend, and they chatted for quite a while. The next morning, he looked for his groceries but couldn’t find them anywhere in the house. He searched his car, anxiously reviewing in his mind what items required refrigeration. His mind then focused on the conversation he’d had with his friend. Had he left the groceries in the shopping cart where they had stood chatting? With that image in his head, he took “control” of the matter. He drove back to the store, showed them his grocery receipt, and asked if anyone had found the items. No one had, but they let him grab all of the products on his list again, at no charge, which he considered more than decent. Later that day, his wife discovered the original groceries in the back seat of her car. At last he recalled that he had taken her car, not his, the night before. However since this was unusual, his focus had automatically been to look for the groceries in his own car, which concurred with his usual habit.


It’s easy for things like this to happen. Once they are in motion and building an experience, we believe we are in control of our thinking, logic, and behaviors. But so often we are not. In fact, we are being played like a piece of sequenced electronic music. Every note is being played for us. No one is exempt from situations like this.


Whether it’s overcommitting yourself when you start a new position, running off to a meeting on automatic pilot, or losing your groceries, the dysfunctional attentional hardware is the same. It would be ridiculous to try to pay attention to every single detail that presents itself, but you can zero in on the important details by more regularly monitoring your attention, reflecting, and resetting of unconscious attention triggers together to converge toward a solution. Start today.
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Get good and be good. Talk to your brain. Tell it you want it to pay attention to how you are paying attention.














CHAPTER EXERCISES


Establish a Baseline


This exercise will help you identify the strength of your attentional spotlight. By catching yourself when you have good attention, you will better understand what it feels like. This will help you establish your personal baseline for good attention. In the future, you will be able to recognize how far away or spot on you are to your baseline, so you can begin to self-regulate adjustments as needed.


1.Start by focusing on anything in your environment or preferably a task at work.


2.Ask yourself, “How sharp is my attention at this moment?”


3.Rate your attentional sharpness as follows.


1 star: Scattered/mind wandering


2 stars: Energy needs to be altered considerably, too dull/tired to pay attention or too excited to pay attention


3 stars: Can pay attention but energy needs to be tweaked up or down


4 stars: Attention and energy are good


5 stars: Attention and energy are excellent, sharp, and fast


4.Jot this rating down in a notepad. Include date, day, time, location, and work task. This will be the beginning of your baseline.


5.Repeat the exercise again a few more times during the day. See if your ratings are higher or lower. Consider what changed so that you begin to see what elements (internal or external) as well as tasks are having an impact on your attention. Make a note of these elements.


You will use this baseline information in coming chapters. You can benefit from trying this activity on a few different days. I’d like you to establish baselines that show when your attention is in a low-, mid-, or high-quality range so that you know what each of these feels like and its effects on workplace activities. As we add attention-boosting techniques in coming chapters, you can use your baseline to identify when you need them, what effect you are trying to achieve, and which to apply.


Self-Scans and Reflection


If you are not already using this chapter’s self-scan in combination with reflection, this is a good time to start. Go back and reread these sections on pages 5 and 6. I recommend starting out slowly. Pick one activity to try out these techniques per day (or over a few days) until you get used to the process.
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Know Your Mindware




Rule #2


Awareness, mindfulness, and attention are not the
same thing. Use each individually to strengthen
the others and significantly lighten up and
improve the way you perform and feel.





Keeping an unburdened mind-set sounds good to most of us as we traverse the workday. The more we can keep the wind in our sails and avoid any turbulence the better. Yet no doubt you have found that at times your day moves less fluidly. Believe it or not, uncontrolled attention has a lot to do with the way this cookie crumbles. Regulation, on the other hand, will get you closer to the lighter, more effortless, flowing mind-set you desire. A little knowledge of how you can integrate awareness, mindfulness, and attention to form a powerful psycho-physical team will get you there. Let’s look.


Consider the following simulation: You are at work waiting for a scheduled 10:00 a.m. phone call. The call is important, so much so that you spent time the night before prepping talking points. Now you’ve gone in to work early to crystallize things in your mind. Ten o’clock comes and goes. But nada, non, rien. At around 10:30 your phone rings. It’s the call. You answer pleasantly. However, you detect an apologetic, hurried tone from your caller. At lightning speed (literally, milliseconds) in the unconscious quarters of your head, your mind is updating incoming details—computing the tone you just perceived and streaming it to a mental (neural) data collection on this and similar experiences you’ve had. These new links will create your next responses. Their file is continuously updating. It will serve as a resource for future experiences and trigger how you act and feel during those situations. You have trillions of these connections in your mind. Each is a possible response template that will shape experiences to come. If, like most people, you let these mental templates fire old habits without your conscious “say,” they will. And afterward you’ll have to live with or deal with the outcome. Remember, nature has made you this way to help you deal with information overload as well as to help you use your mental energy efficiently. If you want to purposefully step up and change anything, self-regulation will be your way.


Let’s get back to the tone you noticed in your caller’s voice when you picked up the phone. You can already read the writing on the wall. It says, “There’s a problem and the caller is sorry but …” Suddenly you feel all your preparation about to backfire. Your mind is going places you didn’t expect, sending you messages that you are about to veer off on the wrong foot. It might be a quick feeling. Perhaps it’s a voice you hear in your head that becomes bellicose and fires a mental pejorative at the individual who is causing your disappointment, or it warns you, “Be careful.” Whichever, your response is about to kick in. Then—surprise!—the other shoe drops and your caller inserts that he is unable to do the call at all right now. He offers to call you back at 5:00 p.m. and asks if that’s okay.
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